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In the strict sense, Neoplatonism designates the par- 
ticular form that PLATONISM took on at the end of the an- 
cient era, from the 3d to the 6th centuries after Christ. In 
a broad sense, it designates the currents of thought before 
or after this period that offer some analogy with one or 
other of the characteristics of Platonism at the end of the 
ancient era. The treatment in this article discusses the 
place of Neoplatonism in the history of ancient thought, 
the history of Neoplatonism, and the relationships be- 
tween Neoplatonism and Christianity. 


Characteristics of Neoplatonism. Neoplatonism, 
taken in the strict sense, exhibits three principal charac- 
teristics. First it is an exegesis of Plato’s Dialogues, cou- 
pled with an attempt to systematize even disparate texts 
by appealing to a hierarchy among levels of reality. Then 
it is a method of spiritual life. Finally, and notably in the 
case of PROCLUS, it is a pagan theology seeking to sys- 
tematize, and attain a rational grasp of, the revelations of 
the gods. 


Recent historical studies seem to conclude that these 
characteristics are not new and that Neoplatonism existed 
already at the time of ancient Platonism, indeed even dur- 
ing Plato’s life. The interpretations of Plato proposed by 
A. J. Festugiére and Léon Robin authorize such a view. 
Following W. Theiler’s discovery of a form of Neoplato- 
nism deriving from Antiochus of Ascalon and Posidoni- 
us, C. J. de Vogel and Philip Merlan found in the ancient 
Academy, i.e., in the works of Aristotle and of Plato him- 
self, the existence of a hierarchy among the levels of real- 
ity and the modes of knowledge (the good, the ideas, 
souls, nature, and matter). Again, the history of allegori- 
cal interpretation has shown that pagan theology was also 
very traditional. Thus what is called Neoplatonism would 
quite simply be identified with Platonic scholasticism. 


Although this view merits serious consideration, it 
should not obfuscate what is new and irreducible in late 
Platonism as compared with ancient Platonism, namely, 
the desire to arrive at complete systematization and abso- 
lute internal coherence. During the 2d century, immedi- 
ately before PLOTINUS’s work, the philosophical tradition 
was overburdened with heteroclite and incoherent ele- 
ments. Even Antiochus of Ascalon added doctrinal ele- 
ments, borrowed from ARISTOTELIANISM and STOICISM, 
to Platonic teaching. Moreover, there was a tendency to 
merge philosophical syncretism with a religious syncre- 
tism that made equal acknowledgement of all revelations 
capable of providing salvation for the soul. This was the 
epoch of pagan, Christian, and Jewish GNOSTICISM. 


Reacting against such a confusion, Plotinus invited 
man to interior simplification and unification. In this he 
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was heir to Stoicism, which proposed the attainment of 
spiritual coherence by way of recollection and conversion 
to the divine Word, immanent in man, as well as in all 
other things. The immanence of the Word was assured by 
a total blending or complete interpenetration of the Word 
and matter. 


Neoplatonism thus transferred the spirit of Stoicism 
to the Platonic universe. Everything is in all: each level 
of the hierarchy of things contains the whole of possible 
reality, but under a different aspect. The One contains all 
things, as do also the Intellect, the Soul, or the sensible 
world, but each hypostasis contains the whole of reality 
in its own way. In the One, all things are potentially pres- 
ent; in the Intellect they are compenetrated in an immedi- 
ate intuition; in the Soul they are unfolded as in rational 
discourse; in the sensible world, they are mutually exteri- 
or, like sensations. The conversion, then, consists in reas- 
cending to a mode of knowledge that is even more 
unitive, in such a way as to arrive at a coincidence, in 
mystical ecstasy, with the Absolute from which these le- 
vels of reality and these modes of knowledge proceed. 
The system of things and the life of the soul are animated 
with the same movement of procession and conversion, 
unfolding and concentration. 


History of Neoplatonism. At the beginning of the 
3d century, at Alexandria, Plotinus had pursued the 
courses of Ammonius Saccas, who was the teacher also 
of ORIGEN, the Father of the Church. Plotinus was strong- 
ly influenced by his teacher and later, in Rome, taught 
“‘according to the spirit of Ammonius.’’ In default of pre- 
cise knowledge of the doctrines professed by Ammonius, 
Plotinus must remain for us the founder of Neoplatonism, 
i.e., the movement for interior unification just described. 


Porphyry’s Influence. With PORPHYRY, a disciple of 
Plotinus and his successor at Rome, a decisive turning 
point was reached. While preserving the purely Platonic 
message of his teacher, Porphyry returned to the earlier 
traditions and held that religious revelations, too, could 
make the way of salvation known. He is the first known 
philosopher to comment upon the Chaldaic Oracles, a 
long poem composed during the era of Marcus Aurelius. 
This pretended to expound a divine revelation that, beside 
theurgic practices aimed at leading the soul to the heaven- 
ly world, proposed a theological system inspired by Pla- 
tonism and Pythagoreanism. It taught that after a 
supreme, transcendent God, endowed with intellect and 
will, came a second God, the Demiurge, and a whole hier- 
archy of astral divinities. Because of Porphyry’s influ- 
ence, these Oracles were to become the bible of 
Neoplatonism. However, taken literally, their teachings 
were hardly compatible with the doctrine of Plotinus. 


Tamblichus and Proclus. All later Neoplatonism can 
be defined as an attempt to achieve a systematization 
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among Plotinianism, the Chaldaic Oracles, and the Or- 
phic Hymns. In opposition to Porphyry, with a view to 
safeguarding the transcendency of the One (strongly 
maintained by Plotinus), and by taking account of even 
the smallest details in the text of the Oracles, his succes- 
sors multiplied the intermediary hypostases and the levels 
of reality. At the beginning of the 4th century, the Syrian, 
IAMBLICHUS, became the initiator of this new exegetical 
method. Although he taught in Syria, after his death (c. 
330) the greater part of his disciples formed a group at 
Pergamum in Mysia. From this school came the writings 
of Emperor Julian and the treatise of Sallust entitled On 
the Gods and the World. The tradition of Iamblichus 
seems to have been introduced at Athens during the sec- 
ond half of the 4th century. 


At the beginning of the 5th century, Syrianus and 
Proclus, the representatives of this tendency, constructed 
a vast system which brought Platonism, Chaldeanism, 
and ORPHISM into unison. Two basic principles dominate 
this synthesis. The first is the principle of analogy: while 
developing the unity represented by the immediately 
higher level of reality, each level of reality imitates this 
unity; everything is in all, according to more or less uni- 
fied modes. The second principle is that of mediation: to 
imitate transcendent unity, each level of reality is en- 
dowed with a ternary structure, which, departing from 
unity, unfolds itself and goes on to return to unity because 
of conversion; to become itself, it must leave itself. In 
529, the Emperor Justinian decided to bring an end to the 
school at Athens, the last bastion of paganism in the 
Christian empire. The head of the school, Damascius, 
then took refuge with his disciples near King Chosroes 
in Persia. 


Damascius was the last great Neoplatonist. His 
Questions and Solutions Concerning First Principles 
constitute a profound criticism of Neoplatonism. The no- 
tion of the Absolute is for him very problematic. If the 
Absolute does not have any relation with anything else, 
it can no longer be the Principle. By the very claim that 
the Absolute is utterly unknowable and undefinable, the 
relation of other things to the Absolute is undefinable, 
and the whole metaphysical edifice of Neoplatonism 
comes in danger of crumbling. 


Effect in the West. If the East was dominated by the 
tradition of Iamblichus, the Latin West knew only the tra- 
dition of Porphyry and Plotinus. This is true of pagan au- 
thors—Firmicus Maternus, MACROBIUS, and Martianus 
Capella—as well as of Christian writers—Marius Vic- 
torinus, Ambrose, Augustine, CALCIDIUS, and Claudianus 
Mamertus. BOETHIUS alone, who wrote at the beginning 
of the 6th century, came under the influence of the 
schools at Athens and Alexandria. Even at Alexandria, 
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the influence of Iamblichus’s tradition was disseminated 
slowly and in moderate form. At the beginning of the 5th 
century, Hypatias and Synesius knew only Plotinus and 
Porphyry. Only at a later date did Hierocles, Hermias, 
Ammonius, Olympidorus, and Simplicius follow courses 
given at the school in Athens; and the Neoplatonism that 
they professed was always more sober, of a more moral 
character, and more scientific than that professed by their 
teachers: Syrianus, Proclus, or Damascius. Moreover, 
from the 6th century onward, the school became predom- 
inantly Aristotelian and Christian. 


Neoplatonism and Christianity. From Plotinus to 
Damascius, Neoplatonism was always anti-Christian. At- 
tacking the Christian Gnostics, Plotinus simultaneously 
combatted specifically Christian notions, as, for example, 
that of creation. Porphyry and the Emperor Julian wrote 
treatises against the Christians that provoked refutations 
from Eusebius of Cesarea and Cyril of Alexandria. 


From the middle of the 4th century onward, howev- 
er, Christian thought was strongly influenced by Neopla- 
tonic philosophy and mysticism. In the East, Basil of 
Cesarea, Gregory of Nyssa, Synesius of Cyrene, and 
NEMESIUS OF EMESA, and, in the West, Marius Vic- 
torinus, Ambrose, and Augustine, made abundant use of 
Plotinus or Porphyry, frequently without citing them. In 
the 5th century, PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS borrowed his hierar- 
chical universe from Proclus. In the East, this direct influ- 
ence of Neoplatonism continued throughout the 
Byzantine period, notably up to Psellus (11th century), 
Michael Italicos (12th century), Nicephoros Gregoras 
(14th century), and Gemistos Plethon (15th century). 
Plethon played a role in restoring Neoplatonism to the 
West in the course of the Italian Renaissance, at the court 
of the Medici. In the West, from the high period of the 
Middle Ages onward, Neoplatonism was accepted 
through the works of Ambrose, Augustine, Boethius, 
Calcidius, and Macrobius. In the 9th century, JOHN SCO- 
TUS ERIGENA translated the writings of pseudo-Dionysius 
and Maximus the Confessor, and, in his De divisione na- 
turae, combined the Proclean Neoplatonism of pseudo- 
Dionysius with the Porphyrian Neoplatonism of Augus- 
tine. 


Arabian Thought. From the 12th century onward, 
Neoplatonism entered the medieval West by another 
route, namely, that of ARABIAN PHILOSOPHY. In fact, the 
texts of the Greek philosophers had been translated into 
Syriac by Nestorian Christians at the school of Edessa 
(431-439), and once they had been propagated in Persia, 
they were translated into Arabic during the 9th century, 
after the establishment of Baghdad. Under the influence 
of these translations, Arabian philosophy became a Neo- 
platonic interpretation of the works of Aristotle. Once it 
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came into Spain during the 12th century, this Arabian 
philosophy placed Christian thought into renewed con- 
tact with Neoplatonism. 


From the 12th century onward, Latin translations 
from Arabic or Greek gave Christian theologians a direct 
knowledge of Neoplatonic works, namely, the LIBER DE 
CAUSIS (translated during the 12th century), the Theology 
of Aristotle, the Elements of Theology by Proclus, and 
Proclus’s commentary on the Parmenides, translated by 
William of Moerbeke in the 13th century. Having re- 
ceived a strongly Platonized thought from the Christian 
tradition, certain theologians of this era, reading these 
Neoplatonic texts, regarded Platonism as naturally Chris- 
tian. 


Later Mysticism. The influence of Neoplatonism 
reached its apogee, at the end of the 13th century, in the 
writings of certain German Dominicans, all disciples of 
ALBERT THE GREAT, namely, THEODORIC OF FREIBERG, 
Berthold of Mosburg, NICHOLAS OF STRASSBURG, and es- 
pecially Meister ECKHART. Under the influence of this 
current, mysticism in the Rhine region developed also 
through the writings of HENRY SUSO, TAULER, and RUYS- 
BROECK. This German Neoplatonism was to become one 
of the sources of modern thought through the work of 
NICHOLAS OF CUSA, who transformed the metaphysics of 
Proclus into a method of knowledge that sought an ever 
deeper vision of the unity of the universe. 


All these Byzantine, Latin, Arabian, or Germanic 
currents of Neoplatonism were united in the Italian Re- 
naissance, which produced the great attempts at religious 
and philosophical unity by Giordano BRUNO and Tomma- 
so CAMPANELLA. During the modern era, the Platonic tra- 
dition was to be perpetuated both in England by the 
CAMBRIDGE PLATONISTS and in the Siris of Berkeley 
(1744), and in Germany by the IDEALISM of SCHELLING 
and HEGEL. 


Evaluation. The encounter between Neoplatonism 
and Christianity thus conditions the entire history of 
Western philosophy. During the patristic period, it pro- 
vided an apt vocabulary for theology. The Trinitarian the- 
ology of Marius Victorinus, Basil of Cesarea, Augustine, 
and Synesius borrowed formulas from Porphyry, en- 
abling it to express the unity of substance in the Trinity 
of hypostases. The Porphyrian expressions concerning 
the union of the soul and the body were of equal service 
in the formulation of the dogma concerning the hyposta- 
tic union, that is, a union without confusion of natures. 
In this regard, Nemesius has been a most valuable wit- 
ness. 


Yet, from the patristic era onward, Neoplatonism has 
had an influence on Christian teachings concerning the 
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spiritual life that is highly disputable. The ancient tradi- 
tion went from the humanity of Christ to the knowledge 
of the Father; it took ecclesiastical experience, i.e., the ef- 
fect of the Holy Spirit in the Church, as its point of depar- 
ture to attain God. Neoplatonism, on the contrary, 
pretended that an immediate and experimental knowl- 
edge of the transcendent God is possible. While making 
the necessary corrections in this matter, St. Augustine 
and St. Gregory of Nyssa were led to a like doctrine. 
From this there would result, in teachings on mysticism, 
a disequilibrium between the doctrine on union with God 
and the doctrine on the mediation of the Incarnate Christ. 
Pushed to the extreme, the danger makes its appearance 
in such writings as those of Meister Eckhart, who held 
that ‘‘the uncreated spark’’ of the soul is co-eternal with 
the Ineffable. 
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The Pythagorean school of philosophy became ex- 
tinct in the 4th century B.C., but there continued to be 
“‘exoteric’’ Pythagoreans who cultivated an ascetic way 
of life modeled on the supposed practice of Pythagoras 
himself. References to them are found in Middle Comedy 
(in H. Diels, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker: 
Griechisch und Deutsch, ed. W. Kranz, 1, no. 58E), and 
the moralizing tractates preserved in Stobaeus [ed. F. G. 
A. Mullach, Fragmenta Philosophorum Graecorum 2 
(Paris 1867) 1-129]. Pythagoreanism had been originally 
perpetuated only by oral teaching, and the succession was 
broken in the 4th century. Therefore, when the school 
was revived in the Ist century B.C., especially at Alexan- 
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